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Karnati Lakshmi Narasaiah 


From My Dateless Diary 

CHATLA SREERAMULU, B.Com., B.D.L. (London) 
Stage Director, Andhra University, Waltair. 


IT was early fifties - Velidandla Hanumantharaya Grandha- 
layam was the venue - the night of the premiere of ‘K4ALA 
RATRP written by Prakhya Sreerama Murthy and directed by 
Late K. Venkateswara Rao. A great movie star also was to take 
birth with this production. I was playing a supporting role in 
the play. Earlier I had received a pat in the back by late Dr. Raja 
Rao after my “Dean Martin - Jerry Lewis’* Style performance 
in combination with Prasad in Dr. Gangadhara Rao’s “PELLI 
CHOOPULU” and was offered a role in “KAALARATRl” by 
its Director. It was my first ever opportunity to work with them. 
As soon as the performance was over, Karnati Lakshmi Narasaiah 
one of the very few actors I adore and who was my matinee idol 
walked to me straight ignoring the play wright, the star-Director 
and other participants like Nirmala and Ramana Murthy - shook 
hands with me - embarrassed me by introducing himself (emba¬ 
rrassment for a I dared not approaching him after seeing his star 
performances lest I might be thrown a slithering glance by such 
a stalwart of an actor) and said that I did a very clean job as a 
supporting actor, [stared at him disbelievingly for I did not 
realise the process of my moulding myself to suit the tunes of the 
character was so meticulores and graphic. Discerning the dis 
belief and even before I could utter a word. Lakshmi narasaiah 
went on explaining to me at length as to what I did to step into 
the shoes of the character and proved to me beyond reasonable 
rtoubt his straight jacket quality of liking the best and disliking 
f he medicore. Perhaps this incident was the root cause for me to 
continue in theatre as a devoted theatre man for over two decade® 
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This shows what popularity Karnati brought to the theatre move¬ 
ment. In later years Late K. Venkateswara Rao tookup this 
playlet inspired by Karnati’s performance and made history in 
his own inimitable style. 

Then came another noteworthy turn in Karnati’s career 
as Burra Katha artiste. His collaboration with Nazar and more 
than a thousand performances brought this folk form nation wide 
reputation. Theatre luminaries like Balwanth Gargi and Adya 
Ran ga chary a counting on Burra Katha as Andhra’s most revered 
traditional folk form was due to this combination perhaps. 
Karnati was a Burrakatha artiste and also Jamukula Katha 
artiste in combination with Mikkilineni and Umamaheswara Rao- 

His performance in EVARU DROH1 and extempore play 
wherein he answers questions from audience was to be the trend 
setter for the art of improvisation and forerunner for the various 
Natyavadhanams now conducted throughout the length and 
breadth of the State. His performance as the MAD MAN in 
Atreya’s PRAGATHI was in par with that of any westren actor 
of that era, if not Superior. His performance in Anisetty’s 
GALIMEDALU and MAAVURU was seen by the - then- 
going audience and artistes time and again to have a better in sight 
into the actor in Karnati. While C. Nagabhushanam was “Siva 
Sankaram” in MAAVURU, Karnati as “MAHANKALI” gave 
a stupendous performance. 

Many people do not know that late K. Venkateswara Rao 
had his lessons in the art of make up from Karnati. L very well 
remember K. Venkateswara Rao confiding with his close associ¬ 
ates like me about his getting lessons from Karnati not only in 
makeup but also in acting. In fact Venkateswara Rao treated 
him as Guru. Venkateswara Rao was influenced by Karnati to 
a very great extent in his performance of TOOFAN and TEA 
CAPPULO TOOFAN. 

Karnati’s performance in ASSAM!, an Andhra Art Thea¬ 
tre’s presentation in Andhra Nataka Kala Parishat was respon¬ 
sible for the sweet nostalgic memories of those days of glory of 
Praja Natya Mandaii. He acted in it with Machineni, Nazar* 
Ramakoti and Kopparapu Sarojini. The play was in production 
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under the supervision of late Kopparapu Subba Rao and bagged 
the Best Production Award at Masulipatnam. 

When Andhra Art Theatre went into oblivion and Andhra. 
Praja Natya Mandali came into being Karnati turned a director 
for Gogol’s “Government Inspector** adopted into Telugu by 
Rentala Gopalakrishna as antha peddale. Vallam Narasimha. 
Rao played hero in this drama. This play was performed about 
60 times commercially. Karnati was also Director for the plays 
PRESIDENT PATTAYYA and CHAIRMAN each of which 
were staged over 50 times. He was the leading actor - manager 
Giduthuri Suryam*s MAANAVUDU CHIRANJEEVI which was. 
staged over 300 times. His participation in Radio plays crossed 
the century mark long long ago. 

To name a few, his other colleagues in the theatre were* 
stalwarts like late K. V. S. Sarma and late Chadalavada 
Kutumba Rao. 

His contribution to the cause of the theatre was endless. 
Art is demanding when it seeks a controlled expression of a 
response to life and drama is peculiar in finding its expression 
through the agency of living human beings and their context. 
Drama makes imparallaled demands for self-knowledge and self- 
control in those who try to practise it and Karnati is perhaps- 
one of the few who go by these norms. In a world of mad 
madrush where an artiste is not only egotistic and temperamental 
but also flippant in talk, peevish in behaviour and full of inhibi¬ 
tions, Karoati is far above and full of inhibitions, Karnati is far 
above and beyond such artistes. He doesn’t have false prestige 
hanging around him. He is on the constant search for new 
venues in the field of dance, drama and music. 

CUT TO FLASH FORWARD : 

Today Indian theatre is fighting with the same problem 
which America faced two decades ago. The problem BUILDING 
AUDIENCE FOR THE AMATEUR THEATRE To save Telugu 
Theatre from this rut, Karnati became 11 years ago the Managing 
Chief Secretary of Andhra Nataka Kala Samithi, Vijayawada, 
with the co-operation and assistance of his close friends, well- 
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People’s Actor 


Andhra has a rich tradition of varied forms ot folk arts. 
Some of them are peculiar of the native genius to the Telugu 
people. Golla Suddulu, Jamukula Katha, Burra Katha, Kola- 
taalu and Veedhi Bbagavatam, are some of them which have 
thrilled generations of people and would have become defunct 
but for the efforts of dedicated persons like Karnati Lakshmi- 
narasaiah to keep them alive. All those forms had played not¬ 
able roles at different stages in rousing people to action but now 
with fast-moving media taking its due place in the changing 
times, it may be quite natural for them to be relegated into the 
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